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ABSTRACT

Women ' s Marital Adjustment in Relation to
the Number of Children Ever Born

by

Junius K. Merrill, Doctor of Philosophy
Utah State University, 2003

Major Professor: Brent C. Miller
Department: Family and Human Development
This study examined how women ' s marital adjustment and marital arguments
were affected by the number of children ever born over time. The effects of age, age at
first marriage. education, number of years married , and race, were also analyzed as
covariates. It was expected that marital adjustment and marital arguments would change
over time and would be affected by the constancy or change in number of children ever
born. Repeated measures ANOY A was used to test whether the constancy or change in
number of children over time affected marital adjustment and arguments. The passage of
time did seem to affect marital adjustment and arguments within subjects, but when
covariates were included in the analysis, time did not have a significant effect. Marital
adj ustment and marital argument scores were significantly affected by the change in
number of children over time within subjects. However, marital and in-law argument
scores were not significantly affected when the change in children was compared with the
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baseline number of children. Unusual characteristics of this sample make the results
difficult to generalize because analyses were only done for never-divorced, continuously
married women who had been married for an average of eight years at the beginning of
the study. Future research should further analyze how women in the first years of
marriage are affected by their first and additional children, including the substantial
number who separate and/or divorce.

(99 pages)
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Marriage has been and continues to be a normative part of life for most
Americans. About 90% Americans will marry at some point in their lives (Defrain &
Olson, 1999). However, in an annual "State of Our Unions" report, Popenoe and
Whitehead (1999) made the following observation:
Key social indicators suggest a substantial weakening of the institution of
marriage. Americans have become less likely to marry. When they do marry, their
marriages are less happy. And married couples face a high likelihood of divorce.
Over the past four decades, marriage has declined as the first living together
experience for couples and as a status of parenthood. Unmarried cohabitation and
unwed births have grown enormously, and so has the percentage of children who
grow up in fragile families . (p. 2)
Among couples in first marriages marital quality has steadily declined over the past forty
years (Glenn , 1991 ; Kurdek, 1999; Rogers & Amato, 1997,2000) although Popenoe and
Whitehead (2002) report a slight increase since 1994 for those who reported their
marriages were "very happy. " In addition, many researchers estimate that around 50% of
all first marriages will end in divorce (Popenoe & Whitehead, 2002; Teachman, Tedrow,
& Crowder, 2000), or that over the li fe course of those who stay married, marital

sati sfaction will decline gradually, rather than increase (Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach,
2000). About 90% of those who marry will also become parents (Defrain & Olson,
1999). Thus, the vast majority of Americans wi ll experience both marriage and
parenthood .
Systems theory posits that families generally seek to maintain stability or
equi librium over time (see Klein & White, 2002 for a summary). Broderick (1993) stated
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that " the family is an example of an open, ongoing, goal-seeking, self-regulating, social
system " (p. 37). As couples enter into marriage, they create a new family system which
ge nera ll y involves change on an individual, relationship, and familial level. Spouses find
that once the honeymoon ends, adjusting to marriage takes time and effort as they learn to
compromise, communicate with their spouse, and seek to build a strong relationship with
each other.
Most couples also experience the transition to parenthood and much research has
focused on changes that occur within a couple ' s relationship after the birth of a baby (for
a summary, see Table I in Chapter II). Generally, studies have found the transition from
a family dyad to triad has a negative rather than positive effect on marital quality and
interaction (Belsky & Pensky, 1988). Newborn babies decrease parents ' sleep, increase
conflict over who should do what around the house, who gets up when the baby cries, and
also change numerous other factors that affect marital satisfaction.
Researchers have examined how the birth of a first child affects marriage. Studies
have found that as couples make the transiti on to parenthood, they tend to divide
household labor more traditionally, spend less time together in leisure activities, decrease
positive communication, increase conflict, feel less loving toward each other, and
experience a modest decline in marital satisfaction (Belsky & Pensky, 1988). However,
these changes "probably reflect the accentuation of developments that occur in marriages
with the passage of time regardless of parental status" (Belsky & Pensky, p. 150).
As Belsky and Pen sky (1988) pointed out, changes in marriage that are attributed
to the birth of a child may actually reflect changes that occur in all marriages, regardless
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of children. Several studies that examined the stabi lity of marital quality over time
(Glenn , 1998; Kurdek, 1999; VanLaningham , Johnson, & Amato, 2001) found that
marital quality generally declines for all couples, with or without children. So, do
children cause the general decrease over time, or do all marriages follow a similar pattern
of decline in marital quality? Most studies that have examined marriage and children
focused on how the birth of a first child affects marriage; research is needed to consider
how additional children affect marriage over time.
Couples who have developed a stable pattern of marital interaction and a sense of
togetherness before they have a child may not experience a significant decline in martial
quality after the birth of a child (Belsky & Kelly, 1994). Wallerstein (1994) suggested
that the achievement of "we-ness" in marriage "gives marriage stability in the face of
life' s ine vitable frustrations and temptations to run or stray" (p. 645). Couples who have
achieved stable interaction patterns before children should adapt better to the birth of a
child (Cowan , 1997). Adapting to a child requires a change of fami ly ro les to "mother"
and " fath er." which brings different responsibilities, goals, and new interaction patterns
(Cowan & Cowan , 1992). Thi s change of couple roles and interaction patterns generally
decreases marital satisfaction between spouses (Belsky & Pen sky, 1988). These declines
may happen as spouses resist adapting to new roles and responsibilities in favor of
maintaining the interaction patterns of their previously childless relationship,
Once couples have made the transition to parenthood, a baseline of interaction
patterns may be used to predict future patterns. For example, part of developing new
roles as "wife" or "husband" involves adapting to the new spouse 's habits,
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communication style, attitudes, and behaviors. The willingness and ability to adapt to
these new roles and responsibilities represents a desire for stability. The birth of a child
transforms the couple into a family triad, and additional children change the family
system by creating new dyads and triads. Established interaction patterns allow the
family system to adapt to changes (the addition of children) or seek to maintain the status
quo (the way things were before children), whether those changes are positive or
negative. Continual self-regulation of the family system ensures that families maintain
stability over time. Thus, couples who have established patterns of marital interaction
should tend to maintain those patterns over time.
Measuring marital quality as additional children are born is important because the
changes associated with additional births could have a different effect on marriage than
the birth of a first child. Couples who have had one child would not be assuming a new
role as parents and would have past experience to give some indication of what to expect
with the addition of another child. The addition of a second child into the family system
differs from the first because " first children are born to couples; second children are born
to families " (Daniels & Weingarten, 1982, p. 222). Parents of second and higher order
births don ' t experience a transition into new roles of mother or father as with first births
because children are born into established family systems. Consequently, Michaels and
Goldberg (1988) encouraged researchers to consider the effects of more than one child on
marital quality and interaction.
Little research has been done to determine how the number of children affects
marital quality and interaction patterns. Most studies of marital quality that include
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ch ildren generally report "presence of children" rather than how the actual number affects
quality and interaction (White, Booth, & Edwards, 1986). Research needs to address
what happens in marital relationships over time as couples have additional children.
Prev ious studi es suggest that additiona l children tend to increase marital conflict and
decrease marital happiness (G lenn & McLanahan, 1982), but generally don' t examine
how previous leve ls of marital quality and interaction affect future levels, and how the
number of children affects changes in marital quality and interaction.
The research questions proposed to address these issues are: ( I) " Do continuously
married women with at least one child experience a significant change in marita l
adj ustment as an additional child or children are born?" and ; (2) "Does the number of
children a woman has affect her marital adjustment over time?" A large, nationally
representati ve samp le of women was used to examine the relationship between the
stability of marital quality over time and the constancy or change in the number of
chi ldren born. Husbands were not included because they were not asked the marital
questions used in thi s study.
Throughout Chapter II , the terms "marital quality," "marital satisfaction," and
" marital adjustment" will be used interchangeably because the terms are reported as they
were used in the original research reviewed. For the analysis used in this study, the term
"marital adjustment" was used because the created scale combined items about marital
happiness and positi ve interactions.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF IZELA TED LITERATURE

Changing views about marriage and family in America have affected the way
individual s approach marriage . Before marriage, many couples expect that when they get
married, they wi ll experience ever-increasi ng level s of sati sfacti on with their spouse and
their relationship over the life course (Popenoe & Whitehead, 2001; Sullivan &
Schwebe l. 1995). As views of marriage in the United States change, a primary indicator
of expected bliss seems to be how well each individual 's needs are met. Popenoe and
Whitehead (1999) explained:
For most Americans. marriage is a "couples relationship" designed primarily to
meet the sexual and emotional needs of the spouses. Increasingly, happiness in
marriage is measured by each partner' s sense of psychological well being rather
than the more traditional measures of getting ahead econom ically, boosting
children up to a higher rung on the educational ladder than the parents, or
following re ligious teac hings on marriage. People tend to be puzzled or put off by
the idea that marriage has purposes or benefit s that extend beyond fulfilling
individual adult needs for intimacy and satisfaction. In this respect, marriage is
increasingly indistingui shable from other ' intimate relationships ' which are also
eva luated on the basis of sexual and emotional sati sfaction. (p. 5)
Couples who enter marriage expecting happiness to be automatic will inevitably
face the fact that marriage does not guarantee marital bliss, and if they do not work for a
mutually sati stying relationship, they will experience a decline in marital quality even
before they have children (Kurdek, 1993, 1999). Recent studies have considered specific
factors which affect indi vidual couple ' s experiences (Demo & Cox , 2000). Several
studies have found , for example, that the level of martial satisfaction couples reported
before a child 's birth to be the best predictor of marital satisfaction after a child 's birth
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(Be lsky, Spa ni er. & Ra vine, 1983; Cowa n ct aI., 1985; Shapiro, Gollman , & Carrere,
2000) .
In vesti gato rs have reported that the effects of the tran s iti on to pare nthood ra nge
from modest to profound, depending on whether marital sati slaction and interaction we re
meas ured befo re or during pregnancy, whether coupl es planned a nd ag reed to becollle
pregna nt , or had linanc ia l s tresses (Bel sky & Pen sky, 1988). Those who expc rience the
least efrects through the trans ition seelll to have the hi ghest level s of Illarita l sati s fact ioll
a nd pos iti ve interac tion be lo re the transition, and work to ma inta in thei r rel ations hip ,ilkI'
the baby's birth. CO lllparisons wi th non-parents s uggest that changes in ma rita l
satis laction and interaction orig inall y a llributed to the trans ition to paren th ood may
ac tuall y rellect no nn ative c hanges in marriage ove r tim e. In addit io n. ch il drc n, especially
preschoo l-aged, see III to provide greater s tability to marri ages. Thi s section prov id es a
rev iew o f the litera ture related to marital q uality, the trans ition to parenthood, and the
efreets of c hildrcn on marital quality.

Marital Adjus tm cnt

Marriage in America appears to have taken on a new Illeanin g

OW l'

the past

seve ral decades, shi liing away from ma rriage as a soc ia l obligation or "unil y du ty, toward
the v iew o f marri age as a so urce

orpersonal

fullillm ent (Po penoe & W hitehead , 200 I:

T hornton & Young-DeMarco, 200 1), Despite continuous changes in th e mea nin g

or

marriage in A merica, it rcma ins ext reme ly impo rtant to ind ividuals and to soc icty
(Teachm an e t al.. 2000: Waite & Ga ll agher. 2000). In fac L a s urvey o f yo ung 'ldul ts ages
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20-29 found that 87% of never-married respondents said they expected to find and marry
their "soul mate," 78% agreed that couples should only marry if they are prepared to stay
together for life, yet more than half fear that their marriages will end in divorce (Popenoe
& Whitehead, 200 I). Another study found that never-married students expected that their

level of marital satisfaction would be higher than the national average, and that their
satisfaction wou ld steadi ly increase the longer they're married (Sullivan & Schwebel,
1995).

Marital Salis{aclion

Researchers have studied marital satisfaction for many years because strong
marriages promote individual and family well-being, and benefit society (Bradbury et aI. ,
2000). Consequently, policy makers seek ways to reduce marital stress, prevent marital
di ssolution , and strengthen marriages (Bradbury et aI. , 2000). As researchers have
attempted to study marital quality, they have faced the challenge of conceptualizi ng and
measuring marital sati sfaction (Hunsley & Pinsent, 1995). Over the past 50 years, marital
sati sfacti on has been measured using vari ous self-report surveys such as Locke and
Wallace' s (1959) Marital Adjustment Test (MAT) and Spanier's (1976) Dyadic
Adjustment Scale (DAS) which contain self-evaluative questions about marital quality,
genera l marital interaction patterns, and specific interpersonal behaviors.
Some researchers (Schumm & Hemesath, 1999) do not agree with these
traditional measures (i.e., Locke & Wallace, 1959; Spanier, 1976), partly because stud ies
usi ng those measures often find that more traditional marriages are happier than others.
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Other scholars (Hunsley & Pinsent, 1995) have shortened the DAS to focus exclusively
on sati sfacti on and have found strong correlations between the shortened measures and
the fu ll DAS. Other measures have been used to study a couple' s positive and negative
behaviors. their social supports, distinguishing between positive and negative dimensions
of marriage, a longitudinal view of changes in martial quality, and couple ' s attitudes
about their relationship through the life course (Bradbury et ai., 2000).
For many years, social scientists have reported a U-curve of marital quality over
the life course apparently connected with rearing children. Apparently, marital quality
declines slightly but steadily as couples have and rear children ; then as the children leave
their parents' homes, marital quality increases. The finding had become so accepted in
social sc ience that in the 1990 decade review of marital quality, Glenn (1990) wrote that
"a curvi linear relationship between family stage and some aspects of marital quality is
about as close to being certain as anything ever is in the social sciences" (p. 823). He also
pointed out that although researchers do not know what that finding means, most interpret
the decline to be associated with the addition of children, their development, and
departure from the home. In a later study that compared marital happiness for five
cohorts of married couples, however, Glenn (1998) could not support that statement from
the findin gs. He concluded that the study failed "to support the widespread belief that
marriages tend to improve at the mid-term and that the later years of marriage are golden
ones" (p. 575).
Other studies also question the seeming certainty that marital quality follows a Ushape throughout the life course. In a review of marital satisfaction studies, Vaillant and
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Vaillant ( 1993) noted that most research had been cross-sectional , not longitudinal, and
conducted using self-report questionnaires. They argued that because of the methodology
used. findings that had reported a U-curve of marital sati sfaction were fl awed . Their 40year longitudinal study measured satisfaction at several intervals during the relationship,
and their findings seemed to refute the U-curve notion. Similarly, Bradbury et al. (2000)
said that although marriage satisfaction probably does not follow a U-curve, satisfaction
declined most in the first 10 years of marriage and then declined more gradually in later
years. Johnson, Amoloza, and Booth (1992) suggested that continuously married couples
ex perience declines in marital quality over time because "as the relationship becomes
routine, the overall evaluation of the relationship declines" (p. 585) rather than couples
having specific di ssatisfaction with the marriage. They also said the data suggested that
"once the relationship is formed, the quality of the relation does not fluctuate
appreciably" (p. 592).
VanLaningham et al. (2001) also questioned the U-shape curve of marital
adjustment over time. They reported that marital happiness did reflect a slight curvilinear
pattern, but the greatest declines were in the early and late years of marriage and that
marital happiness either declined continuously or flattened in the later years of marriage.
They also found that the presence of children, regardless of age, was negatively
associated with martial happiness. Simi larly, Kurdek (1999) used longitudinal data to
examine changes in marital quality through the first ten years of marriage. He
emphasized the importance of examining the level of marital quality at the beginning of
marriage and found that marital quality declined during the first four years, stabil ized,

II

then declined again at eight years. He posited that the second phase of declining marital
quality could be explained by the stresses of preschool children as parents struggle to
have time and energy to strengthen their marriage, but wondered if all couples (with or
without children) experience similar declines in marital quality.

Marital Conflict
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1995) reported the results of interviews with couples
married 10 to 40 years who said their marriages were happy. They wrote:
[E)very married person knows that "conflict-free marriage" is an oxymoron. In
reality it is neither possible nor desirable . ... [I)n a contemporary marriage it is
expected that husbands and wives will have different opinions. More important,
they can't avoid having serious collisions on big issues that defy compromise. (p.
143)
I f every marriage will inevitably experience conflict, what can be done to avoid marital
di ssolution ? Gottman (1994) has spent much of his career developing methods for
evaluating marital interaction patterns. He has found that conflict, by itself, does not
predict divorce, but rather the way that couples engage in and resolve their conflicts. In
particular, he has found that having a minimum of 5 positive to I negative interaction
ratio predicted stable relationships (Gottman, 1994). Couples who established this ratio
in marital interaction also reported more satisfied relationships, even though they had
negative interactions. Gottman (1994) found that couples with higher marital satisfaction
established a balance between moments of positive feelings, kindness, support, humor,
and generosity that outweighed negative moments of anger, criticism, contempt, and
coldness.
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Couples most likely to divorce developed a pattern of detrimental, negative
behaviors lhat Gottman (1'1'14) called the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: (I)
criticism (pointing out negative aspects of spouse's personality or character); (2)
contempt (sarcasm, cynicism, disgust); (3) defensiveness (blaming spouse); and (4)
stonewalling (tuning out). If couples consistently engaged in these interaction patterns,
their likelihood of divorce was increased. Gottman and others (see Gottman, Coan,
Carrere, & Swanson, 1998; Gottman & Silver, 1999; Gottman & Levenson, 2000) have
discovered these patterns by observing marital interaction (Gottman & Notarius, 2000).
In various studies (Gottman et aI. , 1998; Gottman & Levenson, 2000) Gottman and others
claimed to accurately predict (from 80% to as high as 94% in some cases) divorce after
watching couples interact for as little as 15 minutes. Other researchers such as Stanley,
Bradbury, and Markman (2000) and Heyman and Slep (200 I) have challenged these
findings and claims. In spite of the criticism, Gottman has posited that the way the
interaction starts up, as well as how each spouse accepts the other's repair attempts,
determined successful interactions or highly conflicted ones (Gottman et aI., 1998).
In contrast to those who persistently engage in negative interaction patterns,
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1995) found that happy couples "were frank in acknowledging
their serious differences over the years" rather than ignoring differences (p. 144). These
couples not only recognized inevitable conflict in marriage, but they also "considered
learning to disagree and stand one 's ground one of the gifts of a good marriage" (p. 144).
GOllman and Silver (1999) also reported that learning to positively resolve conflict in
marriage leads to more satisfied relationships. They wrote that couples should learn to

13

solve so lvable problems. This involves using good manners, showing respect, honor, and
thoughtfulness for your spouse, and a five-step process: soften your startup (gentle, not
critical or contemptuous); learn to make and receive repair attempts; soothe yourself and
eac h other; compromise; and be tolerant of each other's faults.
In another article, Gottman (1998) discussed the difference between happy and
unhappy couples. Happy couples reciprocated positive statements, but not negative
comments. In unhappy couples, partners did not immediately respond to positive
comments, but did reciprocate negative comments. Happy couples also viewed negative
actions or comments from their spouses as fleeting and situational. Unhappy couples
viewed negative interactions as signs of their spouse ' s internal selfishness,
inconsideration, and indifference. Gottman et al. (1998) also found that lack of positive
affect predicted di vorce and positive affect led to more satisfied relationships.
The preceding sections have reviewed research about marital satisfaction and
conflict, as dimensions of marital adjustment. Although researchers have not always
agreed about how to measure marital satisfaction, they continue to study it because strong
marriages benefit society. Marital satisfaction tends to decline over time, especially
during the first years of marriage. Studies that examine marital adjustment at the
beginning of marriage, and at intervals thereafter, give a more accurate picture of marital
satisfaction trends than cross-sectional studies. Couples who have established a pattern
of positive interaction (especially by a ratio of at least 5: I) that outweighs the negative
interactions within their relationships tend to have satisfied relationships. Those who
have learned to resolve conflict in a posit ive way have more satisfied marriages than
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those who have not. Happy couples view negative interactions as fleeting, but unhappy
coupl es see them as internal to their spouse. Those who report high levels of positive
interac tion should also have lower levels of negative marital interaction (5 to I ratio) and
feel sati sfied with their relationships.

Transition to Parenthood

Parents assume new roles with the attendant responsibilities to care for and
nurture an infant. Pregnancy and birth sometimes seem to eclipse the marriage
relationship for a time as parents become consumed by a small, intriguing, and
demanding third person. As the child grows, couples seek to balance their demanding
roks as parents with their roles as husbands and wives (Rogers & White, 1998). And

even when they seem to have achieved some sense of balance and routine, the baby
changes and new responsibilities, struggles, and joys emerge. This ever-changing,
chall enging transition to parenthood seems to stabilize somewhat by the child's second
birthday (Cowan, Cowan, Heming, & Miller, 1991).
Studies of the transition to parenthood have evolved significantly during the past
fifty years. Hill (1949) posited that the arrival of a first child constituted a "crisis" that
could lead to growth or dysfunction. Other studies using retrospective and cross-sectional
data characterized the transition to parenthood as a major crisis, particularly LeMasters
( 1957) who found that the birth of a child was a "crisis" for 83% of the couples studied.
After rev iewing two decades of research on the topic, Hobbs and Cole (1976) concluded
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that although new parents experience difficulties, the transition should not be labeled as a
~·crisis.' ·

Subsequent studies found that the birth of a child had a negative impact on marital
sati sfaction and led to an increase in marital contlict. For example, Miller and Sollie
(1980) found that new parents experienced increased levels of stress personally and in
their marriage. Belsky (1985) reported that couples' expectations moderated their
transition to parenthood, but that in general, couples experienced modest declines in
marita l sati sfaction and positive interaction through the transition.
Roosa (1988) compared a group of "normative" child bearers, (mothers aged 1927 years). with a group of "delayed" child bearers, (mothers aged 28-37 years), to
determine irdelayed child-bearing couples avoided problems associated with the
transiti on to parenthood. He found that both normative timing and delayed parents
experi enced declines in marital sati sfaction and that delayed child-bearing did not make
the transiti on any easier. Helms-Erikson (2001) also compared "early" first-birth couples
(mothers aged 24 years or younger), with "delayed" couples (mothers older than 28
years). She reported that early and delayed couples who divided household labor more
traditiona lly ex perienced greater declines in marital satisfaction than less traditional
couples.

Longitudinal Studies of the Transition to Parenthood
Cowan and Cowan (1988) reviewed longitudinal studies of the transition to
parenthood done during the 1970s and 1980s and concluded that after the first child ' s
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birth, couples generally experience a decline in marital interaction and an increase in
conflict. They reported that only two studies found nonsignificant declines in marital
satisfaction and 13 reported statistically significant declines. However, the reported
declines in marital quality were not very large and were still above the norms for each
measure of marital satisfaction or adjustment.
Belsky and Kelly (1994) studied the effects of parenthood on 250 couples from
whom data were collected in several waves during a 7-year longitudinal study. Overall,
12 to 13% of couples experienced a severe decline in marital satisfaction; 38%
experienced a moderate decline; 30% experienced no decline, and 19% experienced an
increase in marital satisfaction. They also found that after birth, the frequency of positive
marital interaction decreased, especially as mediated by a decrease in finances, leisure
time, and regular conversations. Belsky and Rovine (1990) reported these same patterns
in an earlier article based on the same data.
In a longitudinal study of 72 couples followed from pregnancy to two years
postpartum , Cowan and Cowan (1988) reported that within the first year and a half after a
baby ' s birth, couples gravitate to a more traditional division oflabor. They also found
that during the same time period, men did less house work than before the baby's birth,
but were more involved in childcare. In contrast to the majority of studies, Cox, Paley,
Burchinal, and Payne (1999) found that couples who had lower depressive symptoms, had
planned the pregnancy, and had at least one spouse with good problem-so lving skills
ex perienced an increase or no change in marital satisfaction.
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EjJects oFthe Transition to Parenthood
on Men and Women
During the transition to parenthood, spouses often struggle as their relationships
change to include a third person in their family. Although society in the U.S. seems to
support relatively egalitarian roles for women and men in marriage, the reality of
becoming a new parent often alters that belief in practice. Researchers have noted that
wives tend to be more negatively affected than their husbands as they assume the role of
mother; new husbands and wives divide household labor more traditionally, spend less
time together in leisure activities, decrease positive communication, increase conflict, feel
less feelings of love for each other, and experience a decline in marital quality (Belsky,
1985; Levy-Shiff, 1994).
Cowan et al. (1991) reported that the transition to parenthood amplified
differences that already existed between spouses by increasing stress. White et al. (1986)
also reported that the presence of children has a negative effect on marital quality,
mediated through dissati sfaction with finances, and a more traditional division of
household labor that negatively affected wives but not husbands. Cowan et a!. (1985)
found that men and women experience the transition to parenthood in different ways.
Women felt less satisfied with themselves and their mutual roles, perhaps because they
were much more likely than men to put aside work and school after having children.
Levy-Schiff (1994) found that although marital satisfaction declined for men, women
experienced a greater decline after the transition to parenthood. However, increased
paternal involvement in childcare and household tasks mediated that decline. She noted
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that an increase in mothers' involvement with baby care was associated with a decrease in
husband' s marital satisfaction. Belsky and Pen sky (1988) posited that when the wife had
assumed a greater amount of the work after the transition to parenthood, arguments about
the division of household labor have the most significant effect on marital happiness.
Belsky, Lang, and Rovine (1985) found that marital satisfaction declined more for
women than men through the transition to parenthood, and this change was most apparent
at six months postpartum. Belsky (1985) also found that women experienced a greater
decline in marital satisfaction than husbands. However, because wives reported higher
initial leve ls of marital satisfaction than men, their satisfaction had a greater distance to
fall. The widely reported declines of marital satisfaction for women often fail to
emphas i7.e an important point: Although women report a decline in marital satisfaction
after giving birth, their reported level s of marital satisfaction continue to be above
ex pec ted norms on the DAS and MAT (Belsky & Kelly, 1994). Tomlinson (1996)
compared changes in marital satisfaction between parent and non-parent groups. She
found that pregnant women reported the highest levels of marital satisfaction and also
experienced the greatest declines in marital satisfaction after birth, but their mean level of
sati sfaction (even after birth) was four points higher than non-parent mothers who had
experienced an increase in marital satisfaction.
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Stability of Marital Quality for Parents and Non-Parents

Many researchers have criticized transition to parenthood studies because they
don ' t consider normative changes in marital satisfaction inherent in marriage, but rather
attribute all negative marital changes of first time parents to the birth of a child (Belsky &
Pensky, 1988; Kurdek, 1993, 1999), They argue that much of the change in marital
interaction and satisfaction may be due to normative changes in marriage, whether the
couples have children or not For example, after the initial honeymoon phase of marriage
both childless couples and new parents experience a decline in satisfaction that continues
during the first years of marriage whether they have children or not (Popenoe &
Whitehead, 2002; Rogers & Amato, 1997, 2000).
Cowan (1997) found that "the couples who make the best adjustments, in terms of
fewer symptoms, less stress and more satisfaction after having a baby, are those who were
doing best before the baby was born" (p. 129). This finding highlights a deficiency in
many transition to parenthood studies. Many studies that compared levels of marital
quality and interaction during pregnancy and after birth did not assess marital quality
before pregnancy. Belsky and Pensky (1988) pointed out that examining levels of marital
satisfaction before pregnancy and birth offers a good indication of how satisfied couples
will be after birth.
Wallace and Gotlib (1990) suggested that declines in marital satisfaction after the
birth of a child reflect a return to pre-pregnancy levels of marital satisfaction because
couples generally report much higher levels of satisfaction during pregnancy than they
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experienced before pregnancy. Other studies that measured levels of marital satisfaction
before and after pregnancy provide a more complete view of how the transition affects
spouses. McHale and Huston (1985) found that those who reported higher satisfaction
before a baby' s birth also had relatively higher levels of satisfaction than those reporting
lower level s before birth. Thus,
those marriages that appear to be most harmonious before the child ' s arrival
continue to look that way afterwards; conversely, those couples that seem most
di ssati sfied with the functioning of their marriages before the transition are more
than likely to feel similarly afterwards. (Belsky & Pensky, 1988, p. 151)
Cowan and Cowan (1988) reported that pre-birth marital satisfaction provides the
best indicator of satisfaction after birth because "babies do not appear to create severe
marital di stress where it was not present before, nor do they tend to bring already
maritally di stressed couples closer together" (p. 12 1). Consequently, Cowan (1997)
advocated strengthening a couples' marital relationship before, during, and after the
transition to parenthood.
Researchers have investigated variations in marital quality by comparing marital
quality for parents and non-parents to determine if both groups experience similar
changes (see Table I for studies marked with *). White and Booth (1985) studied a
nationally representative sample of parents and non-parents at three years of marriage and
then three years later. They found that those who became parents and those who did not
ex perienced a similar decline in marital sati sfaction. McHale and Huston (1985) also
found no stati sticall y significant differences between parents and non-parents after two
years of marriage. White and Booth (1985) pointed out, however, that "the presence ofa
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new baby does seem to result in slightly greater increases in problems and disagreements"
than would be ex pected (p. 447). In contrast, Cowan et al. (1985) reported that parent
couples experienced a decline in marital satisfaction but non-parents did not.
MacDermid and Huston (1990) compared a group of parents and non-parents over
the first 2 Y2 years of marriage. They found that both groups experienced declines in
marital satisfaction, love, and changes in positive and negative interactions. At the end of
the study, no statistically significant differences were found in marital satisfaction
between the groups. Kurdek (1993) compared changes in marital satisfaction and
interaction over a four-year period and found no statistically significant differences
between changes in parents and non-parents. He proposed that decreases in marital
interaction and satisfaction were normative for marriages, regardless of children.
Cowan and Cowan (1992) studied a group of non-parent and parent couples over
five years. Couples who had talked about and jointly agreed to have children, and
couples who planned to be " surprised" (they did nothing to prevent pregnancy)
experienced a small decline in marital satisfaction when they had a child. The couples
who didn ' t agree to become pregnant, and then became pregnant, had serious problems
and all (7 couples) divorced by the end of the study. The non-parent group that
experienced an increase in marital satisfaction paralleled the "planner" group of parents,
who had consistently talked about and planned their futures together. The parents also
participated in couples ' groups to help them through the transition to parenthood.
Interestingly, Cowan and Cowan reported that only 20% of the parent couples who
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participated in their program divorced, but 50% of the non-parent comparison group
d ivorced over the same time period.
Crohan (1996) compared leve ls of marital sati sfaction before pregnancy and after
birt h of White and African American non-parents with couples who became parents. She
found that overall , future parents had hi gher levels of marital satisfaction initially, but
they also experienced a greater decline in marital sati sfacti on than those who did not have
children. Thi s finding only held true for Whites, however. African American parents did
experience a decline in marital happiness, but they were not less happy than African
American non-parents at the three-year follow up interview.
Shapiro et al. (2000) followed a cohort of newlywed couples for six years and
compared differences in sati sfaction and marital interaction of 43 couples who had
ch ildren with 39 couples who did not. T hey fo und that wives who had children
ex peri enced a larger decline in martial sat isfaction than those who did not have ch ildren.
They also found that 67% of women who had a child experienced a decline in marital
sati sfaction. If, however, the husband expressed fondness for his wife and maintained a
high awareness of her needs and feelings, the level of marital sati sfaction for some new
mothers either remained stable or increased.
Generally, couples who have the strong relationships before having a child tend to
have strong relationships after they become parents. Although parents tended to have
sli ghtly more declines in marital quality than non-parents, both groups experienced
similar declines in marital quality. Seemi ngly contradictory findings about how the
transition to parenthood affects marriage can be attributed to several sources. First,
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studies that use different measures of marital quality may have different results. Second,
sample sizes vary for studies and the number of subjects can affect findings. Finally,
statistical procedures utilized for analysis can also generate different findings (see Belsky
& Pensky, 1988; Kurdek, 1993).

The Effects of Children on Marriage

Studies that have examined if and how children affect marriage usually report the
effects of "children" rather than the specific number of children. For example, Glenn and
McLanahan (1982) used the General Social Surveys from 1973-1978 to examine the
effects of children on marital satisfaction and concluded that children had a negative
effect on marital happiness that outweighed any positive benefits children may have.
Anderson. Russell, and Schumm (1983) reported that the presence of children was
assoc iated with lower marital satisfaction. Abbott and Brody (1985) reported that women
who had children also had more negative interactions with their husbands than childless
wives. Waite, Haggstrom, and Kanouse (1985) found that parents who had children,
especially pre-school aged children, were less likely to divorce than those who did not.
Waite and Lillard (1991) also found that older children and children born before marriage
decreased marital stability. They suggested alternative meanings for this finding: older
children may increase marital tension and stability as they grow older, or couples who
may have divorced if they had not had children, but who stayed together for the children,
may be more inclined to divorce as children get older. Ball (1993) found that having one
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or more children and the presence of minor children (under age 18) in the home was
associated with lower marital happiness for Black wives.
Lavee, Shari in, and Katz (1996) examined the effects of parenting stress on
marital quality and found that parenting stress was affected by the number of children and
economic di stress which in tum affected marital quality. Rogers and White (1998) found
a positive reciprocal relationship between marital satisfaction and parenting satisfaction.
In other words, couples who were happy in marriage were also happier with their roles as
parents. Belsky and Hsieh (1998) studied couples who had already experienced the
transition to parenthood and were rearing at least one child. They found that couples who
did not supp0l1 each other in their parenting efforts and goals felt less love for their
spouse than those who supported each other.
Cowan and Cowan (1992) followed a group of parents until the oldest child
entered elementary school and found that the transition to parenthood led to a change in
each spouse as they altered their views of themselves, their child-rearing practices, and
perceptions about their new family . They also found that the spouses who "stayed in
touch·' with each other during those seven years had the highest levels of marital
satisfaction. This finding is similar to that of Gottman and Silver (1999) who found that
couples in stable, satisfied marriages shared a deep friendship , enjoyed being together,
knew the other' s deepest desires, fears , and dreams, and they worked to understand,
honor, love, and respect each other. These couples became more "we-centered," focused
their time and energy on each other and their relationship, and consistently worked to
develop deeper levels of satisfaction whether they had children or not. Belsky and Kelly
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(1994) di scovered that the couples who continually worked to strengthen their
relationships had the highest satisfaction in marriage, whether they had children or not.
In contrast to most studies that reported " presence of children," Heaton (1990)
found that the specific number of children had a deterrent effect on marital dissolution.
Compared to childless couples, couples who had one child were 74% as likely to divorce
and couples with three or four children were about 50% as likely to divorce. He also
found that couples with more than four children had a greater likelihood of divorce than
those with two, three, or four children, but less than those with zero or one. He posited
that children affected marriages as parents depended on each other for support, struggled
to adjust to children , or as couples found satisfaction and fulfillment in being parents.
Findings from these studies seem to suggest that ollce the transition to parenthood
had occurred, or even if couples do not have children, happy marriages required constant
work to maintain marital quality. Children affect couples' levels of marital satisfaction
and patterns of marital interaction by emphasizing strengths, weaknesses, and problems
that a lready ex isted before the child 's birth (Belsky & Kelly, 1994; Cowan et aI. , 1991).
Table I di splays a summary of the previous research.
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Table I

Summary oflhe Transition 10 Parenlhood Research Literature, 1980-2001
Main findings

A uthor and year
Miller& Sollie, 1980

New parents have increased levels of personal and marital stress.

Glenn & McLanahan,

Children negatively affect marital happiness.

1982
Anderson et aI., 1983

Presence of children associated with lower marital satisfaction.

Abbott & Brody, 1985*

Mothers had more negative interactions with husbands than
childless wives.

Belsky. 1985

Couples experience a decline in marital satisfaction and positive
interactio n; wives experience greater declines than husbands.

Cowa n et aI. , 1985*

New parents' satisfaction declines more than no n-parents, women
feel less sati sfied than men .

Belsky et aI., 1985

Wo men have higher levels of satisfaction before birth and
experience greater declines after birth.

McHale & Huston, 1985

Leve l of sati sfaction before trans ition predicted level after; no
differences between parents and non-parents after two years.

Waite et aI., 1985

Families with preschool children less likely to divorce.

White & Booth , 1985*

Parents a nd non-parents experience a similar decline in marital
satisfaction over three yea rs, but new parents have higher conflict.

White et a I. , 1986

Children negativel y affect marital quality, dissatisfaction with
finances, traditional divi sion of household labor.
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Main findings

Author and yea r
I:lelsky & Pensky, I nx
(rev iew)

rrans ition parenthood was associated with more traditio nal
division of ho useho ld labor, a decrease time together, a dec line
marital satisfacti on, positive communication and feelings of love
for each other, and increased conflict.

Cowan & Cowan, 1988
(review)

Thirteen of fifteen studies found a small, negative correlation
between marital satisfaction and the transition to pare nthood ;
leve l of sati sfaction before transition predicted level after.

Roosa. 1988

Older and yo unger couples experienced declines in sati sfaction,
delayed chi ld·bearing didn ' t impact.

Belsky & Rovine, 1990

Half of cou ples experienced a moderate to severe decline in
satisfactio n, and half remained stable or increased satisfactio n.

MacDennid & Huston,
1990*
Wallace & Gotlib,
1990*
Cowan et a I. , 1991

Parents and non-parents had declines in marital satisfaction and
interactions, and were not s ign ificantly different afte r 2 y, years.
New parents and non-parents had s imilar declines in satisfaction,
parents decline may reflect return to pre-pregnancy levels.
C hildren amplified differences that existed before the chi ld' s
birth ; the transition stab ilized by the child's second birthday.

Cowan & Cowan,
1992*

All groups of parents and non-parents experienced s imilar
decl ines in satisfaction; couples who "stayed in touch" with teach
other were more satisfied.

Kurdek, 1993*

Parents and non-parents had s imilar declines in satisfaction and

Be lsky & Kelly. 1994

Couples experienced severe (13%) or moderate (38%) declines in

positive interact io n over four year period.

satisfaction and others had no change (30%) or increased (19%).
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Au thor and year

Main findings

Levy-Seh iff, 1994

Women experienced a greater decline in satisfaction than men .

Crohan. 1996*

White parents declined more in sat isfaction than did White no nparents; African American parents had the same level of marital
satisfact ion as African American non-parents.

Lavee et aI., 1996

Parenting stress affected marital quality, mediated by number of
children and economic stress.

Tom linson. 1996*

Mothers' satisfact ion declined, non-mothers satisfaction

Cowan. 1997

Relationship before the transition best pred ictor afte r baby' s born.

increased , but mothers st ill had higher levels of sat isfaction.

Rogers & White. 1998

Marital satisfaction positively related with parenting satisfaction.

Cox et a l. . 1999

Couples who were happy in marriage were also happier with their
rol es as parents.

Shapiro et a l.. 2000

67% of women experienced decline in satisfaction, but 33% of
wives whose husbands expressed fondness and high aware ness of
wife's needs remained the same or increased.

Helms-Erikson, 200 I

Trad itiona l division of labor was negatively corre lated with
satisfaction for older and younger couples.

* Compared parent and non-parent groups.
Summary of Literature Review

Numerous studies have examined changes in marital satisfaction over time.
Studies have vac illated between two positions, either marital satisfaction follows a Ushape curve. or it declines steadi ly over time. Initially, Glenn (1990) called the U-shape
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curve almost certain and stated that children were a major factor that led to a decline, but
in a later study (Glenn , 1998) determined that hi s earlier position could not be supported.
Most critics of the U-shape curve view have noted that the use of cross-sectional rather
than longitudinal data has led to the finding of a U-shape curve and have advocated that
more studies use longitudinal data. Studies that have used longitudinal data have
generally refuted the U-shape curve and concluded that children do appear to have a
negative effect on marital quality over time.
More recently, researchers have reported that marital satisfaction declines steadily
over time rather than following a U-shape curve. Some studies have pointed out that
marital satisfaction declined for couples whether they had children or not. This finding
could be influenced by studies that included in the analysis those who are unhappy and
later divorced along with those who remained continuously married.
Transition to parenthood studies have found that the addition of a child generally
decreased marital sati sfaction and positive interaction and increased negative mari tal
interaction. Researchers have wondered if adjusting to a baby caused the decline or if the
baby merely amplified existing patterns in a relationship. Most studies that included a
non-parent comparison group have found that those who had children did experience a
decline in quality and increase in negative interaction, but parents may have also had a
higher level of quality even after declines because they had higher initial levels of marital
quality than non-parents.
Researchers that have attempted to measure the effect of additional children on
marriage have reported that children were associated with lower level s of marita l quality.
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However, most studies did not measure the way (positively or negatively) a specific
number of children affected marital quality, and this should be considered. Consequently,
thi s study will examine women who remained continuously married and had children, to
see if they ex perienced a significant decline in marital adjustment over time, or if they
maintained a fairly stable level of marital adjustment. This study will also examine
whether women who have at least one child experience a decl ine in quality if they have
an additional child or children.
Although the research has shown that having a child leads to a general decline in
marital sati sfaction and increases marital conflict, studies have not convincingly shown
that the addition of children has a detrimental effect on marriage over time. Few if any
st udi es have considered how the specifi c number of children affects marriage over time,
or have considered whether havi ng more than one child significantly affects marital
quality. Therefore, this study will test the following three hypotheses:
I.

Women's marital adjustment declines over time.

2.

The marital adjustment of women who experience an increase in number of
ch ildren born will differ from women who do not have an increase in number of
children.

3.

The number of children ever born has an effect on marital adjustment and marital
arguments over time.
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CHAPTER 1II
METHODS

Sample

The National Longitudinal Surveys of Youthll979 (NLSY79) are sponsored by
the Bureau of Labor Stati stics. Data are coll ected for the NLSY79 project by the National
Opinion Research Center at the Uni versity of Chicago. The original cohort from 1979
consisted ofa nationally representative sample of 12,686 subjects between the ages of 14
and 22. Personal interviews were conducted annually until 1994, and biannually from
1996 to the present. The original cohort included an oversampling of African Americans,
Hi spanics. and economically disadvantaged non-blacklnon-Hispanics which was
discontinued in 1990. As of the 2000 interview, nearly 81 % of the original NLSY79
respondents were still being intervi ewed. The personal interviews contain detailed
information on empl oyment. educati onal experiences, health, family background and
household behaviors, marital history and attitudes, and income and assets (Center for
Hum an Resource Research (CHRR), 2001).
In 1988, a series of questions was asked to women who were mothers about the
quality of their relationships wi th their spouses/partners. Beginning in 1992, these same
re lati onship questions were asked biannually of all women, whether they had chi ldren or
not (U.S. Department of Labor, 2002). The sample used in thi s study consisted of 1,261
never-divorced, continuously married women from 1992 to 2000 who answered all of the
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relationship questions each survey year. The women in the sample were 27 to 35 years
o ld in 1992 and 35 to 43 years old in 2000 (sec Table 2).

Table 2

Sample Description with Range, Mean, and Standard Deviation
Range
21

Min.
13

Max.
34

Mean
22.68

Std. Dev.
3.76

Years married by 1992

21

0

21

8.44

4.31

Years married by 2000

21

8

29

16.44

4.31

Children ever born by 1992

4+

0

4+

1.66

1.15

Children ever born by 2000

4+

0

4+

2.21

1.07

Highest grade completed by 1992

19

20

13.23

2.44

Highest grade completed by 2000

19

20

13.39

2.51

Age in 1992

8

27

35

30.73

2.23

Age in 2000

8

35

43

38.73

2.23

Sample Variables
Age at marriage

A verage age at marriage was 22.68 years old and ranged from 13 to 34 years. In
1992, the average number of years married was 8.44 years with a range of 0 (women who
were married in 1992) to 21 years . The mean number of chi ldren per woman increased
from 1.66 in 1992102.2 1 in 2000. The women in this sample had completed atleasl one
year of school beyond high school on average, and the education level changed lit1le in
the eight years of the study.
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Measures

Dependent Variable
Marital adju.I'tmenl. Researchers have struggled over the years to measure

·'marital adj ustment" because of the challenge of conceptualizing and measuring marital
quality in an acceptable way (Bradbury et aI. , 2000; Hunsley & Pinsent, 1995), Marital
quality has been measured using various self-report instruments such as Locke and
Wallace's (1959) Marital Adjustment Test (MAT) and Spanier' s (1976) Dyadic
Adjustment Scale (DAS) which contain self-evaluative questions about marital quality,
general marital interaction patterns, and specific interpersonal behaviors,
Glenn (1998) briefly summarized two schools of thought regarding marital
quality: the "individual feelings" school that considers how spouses feel about their
marriage, and the "marital adjustment" school that considers communication, conflict.
and other similar qualities, Therefore. the question arises, how can marital quality best be
measured? Should a researcher include only marital happiness, or do measures of
positive and negative marital interaction also playa role in determining overall marital
quality?
For the purposes of this study, and based on factor and reliability analyses, a
marital happiness question and three positive marital interaction variables were combined
into one variable called "marital adjustment." The created variable "adjust92-00"
included four questions: one about marital happiness, and three about positive marital
interaction that were asked biannually from 1992 through 2000 (see Table 3), Marital
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happiness was measured with the question "How happy are you with your marriage?"
Answers were coded 1=very happy; 2=fairly happy; 3=not too happy. Positive marital
interaction questions are shown in the top panel of Table 3. Answers for these questions
were coded I =almost every day; 2=once or twice a week; 3=once or twice a month;
4=less than once a month. The numbers were reverse coded so that a high score indicated
high marital adjustment. Scores ranged from 4 (low marital adjustment) to 15 (high
marital adjustment) for each survey year. Factor analysis of eleven marital relationship
items used in this study revealed that these four variables loaded onto a single factor, and
when combined into a scale, had an alpha reliability coefficient of .68 in 1992 and .75 in
2000 (see Table 4).

Marital arguments. Two marital argument scales were created. The first,
"argue92-00" combined the five questions shown in Table 3 into a 5-item, marital
arguments scale. Answers for these questions were coded I =often; 2=sometimes;
3=hardly ever; 4=never. Answers were reverse coded so that a high score indicated high
marital arguments. Scores ranged from 4 (low marital arguments) to 16 (high marital
arguments) for each survey year. Factor analysis of the eleven items used in this study
revealed that these five items loaded onto a single factor and had an alpha coefficient of
.69 in 1992 and. 73 in 2000 (see Table 4). A second argument scale, " inlaw92-00"
combined two items related to in-law arguments (see the bOllom panel of Table 3) that
was also included in the analysis. Scores ranged from 2 (low marital arguments) to 8
(high marital arguments) for each survey year. Factor analysis of eleven marital
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Tab le 3

Items Used/or Marital Relationship Measures
Measure

Questions

Marita l

Would you say that your marriage is very happy, fairly happy, not too

Adjustment

happy?
How often do you and your husband : ( I) calmly discuss something;
(2) laugh together; (3) tell each other about your day?

Marital

How often do you and your husband have arguments about

arguments

( I household chores and responsi bilities; (2) your children; (3) money;

r

(4) showing affection to each other; (5) leisure or free time?
In-l aws

How often do you and your husband have arguments about ( I) his

arguments

relatives; (2) your relati ves?

relationshi p items used in this study extracted these two items as a third component that
had an

I'

= .62 in both 1992 and 2000.

Independent Variables
Theoreti call y, the number of children a woman is expected to affect marital
adjustment and arguments. Therefore, thi s study utilized the variable "number of
chi ldren ever born" for each survey year as the independent variable. Two new variables
"change in number of children ever born" (CCEB and CCE B I) were created by recod ing
number of chi ldren ever born. As shown in Table 5, the variable
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Table 4

Factor Analysis Loadings and Alpha Coefficients/or Marital Adjustment and Arg uments
Scales
Adjust92

AdjustOO

Argue92

ArgueOO

Happy92

.59

HappyOO

.62

Chores

.78

Chores

.74

Calm92

.74

CalmOO

.79

Child

.65

Ch ild

.71

Laugh92

.74

LaughOO

.79

Money

.69

Money

.75

Day92

.74

DayOO

.78

Affect

.58

Affect

.61

Leisure

.5 1

Leisure

.51

ex

.69

ex

.73

ex

.68

ex

.75

In-law argument scale consisted of only 2 items, so factor loadings and alpha are not
shown (r = .62 in both 1992 and 2000).

CCE B had four groups: No change (women did not experience a change in number of
chi ldren born from 1992 to 2000; see panel 2), one child change (women added one child
from 1992 to 2000; see panel 2), two chi ld change (women added two children from 1992
to 2000; see panel 2), and three plus child change (women added three or more children
from 1992 to 2000; see panel 2). The variable CCEB I subdivided the no change group
into the specific number of children a woman had without change between 1992 and 2000
(see panel s 4 and 5 in Table 5).
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Table 5
Sample Size, Change in Number of Children Ever Born (CCEB, CCEBl) by Groups,

1992-2000
CCEB by group

Frequency

Percent

CCEB I by group

Frequency

Percent

780'

61.9

oChildren

88

7.0

I Chi ld change

304

24.1

I Child

102

8.1

2 Child change

144

11.4

2 Children

360

28.5

3+ Child change

33

2.6

3 Children

176

14.0

1261

100

4+ Children

40

3.2

I Child change

318

25.2
11.4

No change

Total

2 Child change

144

3+ Child change

33

2.6

Total

1261

100.0

• The numbers for the no change group differ from the sum of the specific no change
groups (0 to 4+) by 14 cases because the 5+ to 5+ group was collapsed into 4+ for the
ana lyses.

As shown in Table 5, the majority of women in the sample (62%) did not have an
increase in children between 1992 and 2000. About one fourth added one child, 11 %
added two children, and 3% added three or more children.
As shown in Table 6, a third variable was also created (CCEB2). This variable
excluded women from the 0 child, no change group and separated a group of 55 women
from the "add I child" group who had 0 children in 1992 and added I child by 2000.
As shown in Table 7, a fourth variable was also created (CCEB3) that separated
the women into two groups, those who had no change in number of children born and
those who added at least one child. Table 7 shows that 62% of the sample experienced no
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change in number of children born and 38% added at least one child between 1992 and
2000.

Table 6

Sample Size, Change in Number a/Children Ever Born (CCEB2), Excluding 0 Child
Group, 1992-2000

o to

C hange in Children Born
I Ch ild

Freguenc:i
55

Percent
4.7

I Child

102

8.7

2 Children

360

30.7

3 Children

176

15.0

40

3.4

Add 1 Chi ld

263

22.4

Add 2 Chi Idren

144

12.3

4 Children

Add 3+ Ch ildren
Total

33

2.8

1173

100

Table 7

Change in Number a/Children Ever Born (CCEB3), 1992-2000
Change groups
No change' in number of children ever born
Change in number of children ever born
Total

Frequency

Percent

780
481
1261

61.9
38.1
100.0
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Co variates
Race. For the purposes of thi s study, race was divided into three categories

created from the variable " Racial/Ethnic Cohort from Screener" which designated the
respondent as " Hi spanic," "black," or "non-blacklnon-Hispanic" (CHRR, 2001 , p. 251).
a.

Hispanics . About five and a half percent of the sample were respondents

identified as Hispanic (Mexican American, Chicano, Mexican, Mexicano;
Cuban, Cubano; Puerto Rican, Puertorriqueno, Boriccua; and Latino,
Other Latin American, Hispano, or Spanish descent).
b.

Blacks. Respondents were coded "black," "Negro," or "Afro-American,"

and "non-Hispanic. " Fifteen percent of the sample were black (see Table
6).

c.

Non-hlack!non-Hi;,panics. Respondents coded "white," or "other," and

did not identi fY themselves as black or Hispanic. Also included are those
who were Chinese (3 cases), Asian Indian (5 cases), Native American (33
cases), Korean (3 cases). The majority of the sample (over 79%) were
non-black, non-Hi spanic (see Table 8).
Education. The years of education a respondent had completed as of the survey

year. The women in this sample had completed a mean of 13.39 years of school by 2000
(see Table 2).
Age at jirst marriage. The age at which a respondent began her first marriage.

Thi s sampl e only included women who were continuously married from 1992 to 2000.
Age at first marriage ranged from 13 to 34 with a mean age of22.68 years (see Table 2).
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Table 8
Sample Size by Race of Respondents

Number
70

Percent
5.6

Black

189

15.0

Non-black, non-Hispanic

1002

79.5

Total

1261

100

Race of Respondent
Hispanic

Age o{respondenl. Age of respondent as of each survey year. This variable was

calculated by adding the variable " Age Respondent in 1979" to the years between each
survey year. For example, a woman who was 20 in 1979 was 33 in 1992 (20 (age in
1979) + 13 (number of years between 1979 and 1992)

=

33). Age ranged from 27 to 35

years in 1992 and 35 to 43 in 2000 (see Table 2).
Years married. The number of years the respondent had been married. This

variable was calculated by subtracting the variable "year began first marriage" from each
survey year. For example, a woman who married in 1983 (1992 (survey year) - 1983) had
been married 9 years in 1992. Years married ranged from 0 to 21 years in 1992 and 8 to
29 years in 2000 with mean years married 8.44 years in 1992 (see Table 2).

Analysis

Alpha coefficients were computed as estimates of internal consistency for the
multiple item measures. As shown in Table 4, the coefficient levels were deemed
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sufficient for the purposes of this study. All analyses were conducted using repeated
measures ANOY A.
A multivariate test was conducted for the effect of time on the dependent
variables for each dependent variable (marital adjustment, marital arguments, and in-law
arguments). This multivariate vector is labeled as "marital adjustment" that included
each measurement of the dependent variable between 1992 (Time I) and 2000 (Time 5).
The following hypothesis was tested using repeated measures ANOY A:
Hypothesis I: Women ' s marital adjustment declines over time.
Two multinomial variables were created to examine the longitudinal change in
number of children ever born (CCEB, CCEB I), examining the different trajectories in the
dependent variables by change in number of children ever born between 1992 (Time 1)
and 2000 (Time 5). Change in number of children ever born (CCEB, CCEB 1, CCEB2)
was used as the multinomial grouping variable entered as the primary independent
variable. The following hypothesi s was tested using repeated measures ANOYA:
Hypothes is 2: The marital adjustment of women who experience an increase in
number of children born will differ from women who do not have an increase in
number of children.
Change over five observations was examined on the dependent variables by
measuring how the stability or change from a baseline number of children measured in
1992 (CEB92) interacted with the change in number of children ever born. A time effect.
a group effect for CEB92 , and a group effect for change in number of children ever born
(CCEB3) were measured. Time of measurement, time x CEB92, and time x CEB92 x
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CCEB3 from 1992-2000 were examined, which tested, respectively, whether mean
responses on the dependent variables were sign ifi cantly affected by time and chi ldbearing
group, and whether the effect of change over time was equivalent between groups when
compared to the baseline number of chi ldren ever born. The following hypothesis was
tested using repeated measures ANOYA:
Hypothesis 3: The number of children ever born has an effect on marital
adj ustment and marital arguments over time.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS
The results are presented by hypothesis, with descriptive data (means, standard
deviations) presented first. Because most comparisons included women without children,
ana lyses for marital arguments were conducted excluding the question " how often do you
argue about children." In a separate analysis which excluded women who had no chi ldren
fro m 1992-2000. the marital argument vari able included the question about children.
Each repeated measures ANOVA was done first using the key independent variables
on ly, and then controlling for women ' s age, age at first marriage, education level, number
of years married, and race to determine if the control variables had a signifi cant effect on
results. ANO VA results with co ntrol variables were reported on ly if they had a
stati stically significantly different effect on the outcome variable than the model without
covariates.

Results for Hypothesis I

Hypothesis I stated that women ' s marital adjustment declines over time . The
means and standard deviations for the dependent variables are presented in Table 9 As
shown in thi s table, mean scores for marital adj ustment did decline over time, but so did
the mean scores for marital and in-law arguments.
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Table 9

Means and Standard Deviationsfor Marital Adjustment, Marital Arguments, and In-law
Arguments, 1992-2000
1992

Marital

1996

1998

2000

SD

M

SD

1.54

14.08 1.49

14.1

1.47

13.94 1.67

9.04

2.39

9.05 2.44

8.84

2.41

8.89 2.42

3.68

1.52

3.70

3.59

1.47

3.57

M

SD

14.19 1.33

14.13

9.11 2.58
3.74 1.61

M

Marital
Adjustment

SD

1994
M

SD

M

Arguments

In-law

1.52

1.52

Arguments

Marital adjustment was analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement from 1992-2000 as a within-subjects factor. The effect of time on marital
adjustment was statistically significant (see Table 10 and Figure I), indicating that the
passage of time had an effect on marital adjustment scores.
Marital arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement from 1992-2000 as a within-subjects factor. The effect of time on marital
arguments also was statistically significant (see Table 10 and Figure 2), indicating that the
passage of time had an effect on marital argument scores.
In-law arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement from 1992-2000 as a within-subjects factor. The effect of time on in-law
arguments also was statistically significant (see Table 10 and Figure 3), indicating that the
passage of time had an effect on in-law argument scores.
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Table 10

Analysis 0/ Variance/or the Effect ()fTime on Marital Adjustment, Marital Arguments,
and In-law Arguments, 1992-2000
Source

F

d/

p

Within subjects
3.91

9.78

4930.27

( 1.17)

Time (Marital Adjustment)
Time within-group error
Time (Marital Arguments)

3.86

Time within-group error

5.92

4861.35

5.06

4794.33

Time within-group error

.000

(2.88)

3.80

Time (In-law Arguments)

.000

.000

( 1.42)
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19%

199M

2000

Figure I. Mean scores for marital adjustment, 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 4 (low) to
15 (high).
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Figure 2. Mean scores for marital arguments, 1992 -2000. Scores ranged from 4 (low) to
16 (hi gh).
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Fig ure 3. Mean scores for in-law arguments, 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 2 (l ow) to 8
(h igh).

In summary, hypothesis one stated that women' s marital adjustment would
dec line over time. Raw mean scores of marita l adjustment did decl ine over time, and the
amount of decline was stati sti cally significant. In these analyses, however, general
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marital arguments and arguments about in-laws both declined over time in about the same
magnitude as the decline in marital adjustment. Marital arguments are sometimes
considered as a negative indicator of marital adjustment.

Results for Hypothesis 2

Hypothesis 2 stated that the marital adjustment of women who experience an
increase in number of children born will differ from women who do not have additional
children. A summary of change in number of children is presented in Table II.

Table 11

Raw Numbers/or Change in Number a/Children Ever Born, 1992-2000
No

Number

of
Children

0'

1992
25 1

%01'

Increase.

tolal

92-00

20%

Added
%01'

I child.

tota1

92-00

Added 2
%of

children.

total

Added 3+

%or

children.

1992-00

total

1992-00

88

35%

55

22%

85

34%

23

135

%01'
total

9%

I'

275

22%

102

37%

49%

34

12%

2%

2"

464

37%

360

77.5%

82

17.5%

16

3.5%

.5%

3"'

208

16%

176

85%

23

11%

304

24%

4+'
Total

63
1261

5%
100%

54

86%

780

62%

4%

14%
144

11%

33

3%

" Row percentage s for each number of children (0 to 4+ ) sum to 100%.

As shown in the second panel of numbers, the majority of women in the sample
(62%) did not have an increase in children between 1992 and 2000. About one fourth
added one child, 11 % added two children, and 3% added three or more children. As
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shown in the first row of Tabl e 9, 35% of women who had zero children in 1992 did not
have any children by 2000, 22% added one child, and another 34% added two children.
Among women who had I child in 1992 (row 2), 37% had no more children and 49%
added one child by 2000. Of women who had 2 children in 1992, 77.5% did not have
add itional children by 2000.
Marital adjustment was analyzed in an analysis of variance with change in number
of children ever born (CCEB) as a between-subjects factor. CCEB had a statistically
sign ificant effect on marital adjustment (see Table 12), indicating that marital adjustment
scores for women who had no change in children born significantly differed from those
who had added children.

Table 12

Analysis of Variance/in' Marilal Adjuslmenl by Change in Number o[Children Ever
Born (CCEB). 1992-2000
df

Source

F

p

Between subjects
CCE B (0, 1, 2,3+)

3

4.44

1257

(6.73)

3.92

5.65

.000

11.77

.73

.720

4930.50

(1.16)

CCE B between-group error

.004

Within Subjects
Time
Ti me x CCEB
Time within-group error
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Marital adjustment was analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement from 1992-2000 as a within-subjects factor. The effect of time on marital
adjustment was statistically significant, indicating that the passage of time had an effect
on marital adjustment. The interaction effect of time x CCEB was not statistically
significant (see Table 12 and Figure 4), indicating that change in marital adjustment over
time was approximately equivalent between women who experienced no change in
number of children ever born and those who added one, two, or 3+ children.
As shown in Table 13 , post hoc contrasts showed that mean marital adjustment
scores lor women who did not add children between 1992 and 2000 were lower than
those who added a 2 or 3+ children (see Figure 4). Mean score comparisons for marital
arguments and in-law arguments were not statistically significant.
As shown in Figure 4, marital adjustment scores declined over time in all groups.
Women who added 3+ children between 1992-2000 (top line) experienced the greatest
decline in marital adjustment scores, but still had higher scores than other groups.

Table 13

Post Hoc Comparisons/or Marital Adjustment by Change in Number a/Children Ever
Born (CCEB) . 1992-2000
Change in Children Ever Born (CCEB) 1992-2000

No change

Mean

SE

p

I child change

Difference
-.15

2 child change

-.29

.11

.006

3+ child change

-.48

.21

.019

7.8SE-02

.060
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Figure -/, Mean marital adjustment scores by change in number of children ever born
(CCE B), 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 4 (low) to 15 (high).

Women who added two children also experienced a decline in scores, but had
hi gher scores than those who did not add chi ldren and those who added one child,
As shown in Tabl e i4, women who had two children (no change) had lower
scores than those who added 2 or 3+ chi ldren, Women with three children (no change)
had lower scores than those who added 2 or 3+ children, Women with four children (no
change) had lower scores than all other groups (see Table 14 and Figure 5), Mean score
comparisons for marital arguments and in-law arguments were not statistically
significant.
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Table 14

Post Hoc Comparisons{or Marital Adjustment by Change in Number of Children Ever
Born (CCEBI), 1992-2000
Number of Children
1992-2000

o Children (no change)
1 Child (no change)

N umber of Children
1992-2000
4 child 92-00
4 chi ld 92-00

Mean

SE

Difference
.44
.47

.22
.22

l!.
.047
.029

2 Children (no change)

Add 2 chi ldren
Add 3+ ch ildren

-.28
-.48

.1 1
.21

.013
.024

3 Children (no change)

Add 2 children
Add 3+ children

-.26
-.45

.1 3
.22

.048
.040

o Chi ldren
1 Chi Id (no change)

-.44
-.47

.22
.22

.047
.029

2 Children (no change)
3 Chi Idren (no change)
Add I Chi ld

-.40
-.43
-.53

.19
.20
.19

.037
.036
.006

Add 2 children

-.69

.21

.001

Add 3+ children

-.88

.27

.001

4+ Children (no change)

Figure 5 shows that women who had four children between 1992 and 2000 (no
change) had significantly lower marital adjustment scores than all other groups of
women. Women who had no children in 1992 and did not add chi ldren by 2000 were
s lightly lower than all other women, except for those with four children.
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Figure 5. Mean marital adjustment scores by change in number of children ever born
(CCEB 1). 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 4 (low) to 15 (high).

Marital arguments from 1992-2000 were analyzed in an analysis of variance with
change in number of ch ildren born (CCE B) as a between-subjects factor. CCEB did not
have a stati sti cally significant effect on marita l arguments (see Table 15), indicating that
women who had no change in number of children born did not differ from those who
added children.
Marital arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement from 1992-2000 as a within-subjects factor. The effect of time on marital
arguments was not stati stically significant, indicating that the passage of time did not
have a significant effect on marital arguments. The interaction effect of time x CCEB
was stati stically significant (see Table 15), indicating that women who added children
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between 1992 and 2000 had higher marital argument scores than women who did not add
children (see Figure 6).

Table 15

Analysis a/Variance/or Marital Arguments by Change in Number a/Children Ever Born
(CCEB), 1992-2000
Source

F

d/

p

Between subjects
CCEB (0, I. 2, 3+)

3

CCEB between-group error

1257

.31

.819

(18.91)

Within Subjects
.53

.708

11.63

3.26

.000

4871.68

(2.85)

3.88

Time
Timex CCEB
Time within-group error

Figure 6 shows that women who added 3+ children from 1992 to 2000 had the
highest level of marital arguments, while those who did not add children had the lowest
scores. Women who added two children had the greatest increase in marital argument
scores, but by 2000, they had about the same scores as those who added one child.
A separate repeated measures analysis of variance was conducted using all five
marital argument questions, including the question about arguments regarding children.
The variable CCEB2 was used as the independent variable (see Table 6). The 0 children
group was excluded from the groups of women who had at least one child from 1992-
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2000 to determine how children affected marital arguments for those who had at least one
child .

Fi~ure 6. Mean marital argument scores by change in number of children ever born
(CCEB), 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 4 (low) to 16 (high).

Marital arguments from 1992 to 2000 were analyzed in an analysis of variance
with change in number of children ever born (CCEB2) as a between-subjects factor.
CCEB2 did not have a statistically significant effect on marital arguments (see Table 16),
indicating that women who had added at least one child did not significantly differ from
the other groups of women who had at least one child.
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Table 16

Analysis of Variance for Marital Arguments by Change in Number of Children Ever Born
(CCEB2), Excluding 0 Child Group, 1992-2000
df

Source

F

p

Between subjects
CCEB2 (0-4+, + I, +2, +3)
CCEB2 between-group error

7

1.92

.063

1165

(28,19)

3.87

4.48

.001

27.07

5,23

,000

4505.33

(3.83)

Within Subjects
Time
Time x CCEB2
Time within-group error

Marital arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement from 1992-2000 as a within-subjects factor. The effect of time on marital
arguments was statistically significant, indicating that the passage of time had an effect on
marital arguments, The interaction effect of time x CCEB2 was statistically significant
(see Table 16), indicating that women who added children between 1992 and 2000
experienced more fluctuations in marital argument scores than most women who did not
add children.
Post hoc contrasts showed that mean marital argument scores for women who
went from 0 to I child between 1992-2000 had significantly lower scores than women
who continuously had two, three, and four children (no change). Women who added one
child between 1992-2000 had significantly lower scores than women who had three
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chi ldren (no change). Women who added 3+ chi ldren had significantl y higher scores than
women who added two chi ldren (see Table 17 and Figure 7).
Fi gure 7 shows the women who changed from zero to one child between 19922000 experienced a dramatic increase in marital arguments. Women who added two
chi ldren also increased in marital arguments as well as those who added 3+ children. All
women who did not add chi ldren between 1992 and 2000 children experienced a decl ine
in marital arguments, but women with four children (no change), had higher scores than
most groups.

Table 17

Post Hoc Comparisons for Marital Arguments by Change in Number afChiidren Ever
Born (CCEB2), Excluding 0 Child Group, 1992-2000
Change in Children

o to

Mean Difference

Ever Born 1992-2000
I Child
I Child (no change)

-.4 1

SE

p

.40

.300

2 Children (no change)

-.86

.34

.0 13

3 Children (no change)

-.99

.37

.007

4 Chi Idren (no change)

-1.10

.49

.027

Add I Chi ld

-.80

.35

.023

Add 2 Children

-.45

.38

.235

Add 3+ Children

-.71

.52

.1 75

Add I Child

3 Ch ildren (no change)

-. 58

.30

.049

Auu 2 Children

Add 3+ Children

.55

.27

.041

Add 3+ Children

Add 2 Chi ldren

.55

.27

.041
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Figure 7. Mean marital argument scores by change in number of children ever born
(CCEB2). excluding 0 child group, 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 5 (low) to 20 (high).

In-law arguments from 1992-2000 were analyzed in an analysis of variance with
change in number of children ever born (CCEB) as a between-subjects factor. CCEB did
not have a stati stically significant effect on in-law arguments over time (see Table 18),
indicating that argument scores for the group of women who had no change in number of
children born did not have significantly different scores from those who added children.
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Table 18

Analysis of Variance/or In-law Argumenls by Change in Number of Children Ever Born
(CCEB), 1992-2000
df

Source

F

P

Between subjects
CCEB (0, 1, 2, 3+)
CCEB between-group error

3

.26

1257

(6.33)

.857

Within Subjects
Time
Time x CCEB
Time within-group error

3.81

LOO

.402

11.44

.82

.629

4791.30

(L42)

In-law arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement from 1992-2000 as a within-subjects factor. The effect of time on in-law
arguments was not stati stically significant, indicating that the passage of time did not
have an effect on in-law arguments. The interaction effect of time x CCEB was not
stat isticall y significant (see Table 18 and Figure 8), indicating that women who had no
change in number of children born did not have significantly different scores than those
who added children.
Figure 8 shows that although in-law arguments fluctuated for women in each
group from 1992-2000, the scores in 2000 did not differ significantly for any of the
groups. In-law arguments increased s lightly for women who added one child, but the
other three groups experienced a decline.
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Figure 8. Mean in-law argument scores by change in number of children ever born
(CCEB), 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 2 (low) to 8 (high).

In su mmary, hypothesis 2 stated that the marital adjustment of women who
experi ence an increase in number of children born will differ from women who do not
have add iti o nal chi ldren. The change in number of children did have an effect on marital
adjustment between the different groups, but did not have an effect on marital arguments
or in-l aw arguments. Within subjects, the interaction of time with marital arguments did
have an effect, but did not affect marital adjustment or in-law arguments. Analyses that
ex cluded the 0 child group and included a ll five marital argument questions found that
women who added chi ldren experienced more fluctuation s in marital argument scores
than most women who did not add children.
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Results for Hypothesis 3

Hypothesis 3 stated that the number of children ever born has an effect on
women ' s marital adjustment and marital arguments over time. Marital adjustment was
analyzed in an analysis of variance with number of children ever born in 1992 (CEB92) x
change in number of children ever born (CCEB3) as a between-subjects comparison. The
interaction between CEB92 x CCEB3 was statistically significant (see Table 19),
indicating that when compared to the baseline number of children in 1992, marital
adjustment scores were significantly affected by women adding children from 1992 to
2000.

Table 19
Analysis of Variance /in' Marital Adjustment by Change in Number of Children Ever
Born (CCE83) , 1992-2000

df

Source

F

p

Between subjects
CEB92 x CCEB3 (0, I)

4

2.99

1250

(6.69)

3.95

3.21

.013

T x CEB92

19.74

1.67

.032

T x CEB92 x CCEB3

15.79

.63

.860

CCEB between-group error

.018

Within Subjects
Time

T x CEB92 x CCEB3 within-group error

4934.64

( 1.15)
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Marital adjustment was analyzed in an ana lysis of variance with time of
measurement, time x CEB92 , and time x CEB92 x CCEB3 from 1992-2000 as withinsubjects fac tors. The effect of time on marital adjustment was statistically significant,
indicating that the passage of time affected women's scores within groups. The
interaction effect of time x CEB92 was statistically significant, indicating that the number
of chi Idren a woman had in 1992 signi ficantly affected marital adjustment scores over
time. The interaction effect of time x CEB92 x CCEB3 was not stati stically significant
(see Table 19), indicating that the interaction between the passage of time, the number of
children in 1992, and how the number children ever born either changed or remained
constant from 1992 to 2000 did not signifi cantly affect women ' s scores within groups.
Marital arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with number of
chi ldren ever born in 1992 (CEB92) x change in number of children ever born (CCEB3)
as a between-subjects compari son. T he interaction between CEB92 x CCEB3 was not
statisticall y significant (see Table 20), indicating that when compared to the baseline
number of chi ldren in 1992, marital argument scores were not significantly affected by
women add ing children from 1992 to 2000.
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Table 20

Analysis of Variance fo r Marital Arguments by Change in Number of Children Ever Born
(CCEB3) , 1992-2000
F

Source

p

Between subjects
CEB92 x CC EB3 (0, I)

,195

4

1.52

1250

(18,81)

3,90

1.71

,148

T x CE B92

19,51

.90

.5 89

T x CE B92 x CCEB3

15.61

1.16

.292

4876.32

(2.83)

CCE B3 between-group error
Within Subjects
Time

T x CCEB3 x CEB92 within-group error

Marital arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement, time x CEB92. and time x CE B92 x CCEB3 from 1992-2000 as withinsubjects factors. The effect of time on marital arguments was not statistically significant
indicating that the passage of time did not significantly affect women ' s scores within the
groups. The interaction effect of time x CEB92 was not statistically significant,
indicating that the number of children a woman had in 1992 did not significantly affect
marital argument scores over time. The interaction effect of time x CEB92 x CCEB3 was
not stati sti ca lly significant (see Table 20), indicating that the interaction between the
passage of time. the number of children in 1992, and how the number children ever born
either changed or remained constant from 1992 to 2000 did not significantly affect
women's scores within groups.
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Table 2 1

Analysis of Variance for In-law Argumenls by Change in Number of Children Ever Born
(eCEB3) . 1992-2000

d[

Source

F

p

Between subjects
CE B92 x CCEB3 (0, 1)

4

1.85

1250

(6.28)

3.83

3.23

.013

19.15

.71

.817

15.32

1.09

.364

4786.32

(1.41 )

CCEB3 between-group error

.117

Within Subjects
Time
T x CE B92
T x CEB92 x CCEB3
T x CEB92 x CCEB3 within-group error

In-law arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with number of
children ever born in 1992 (CEB92) x change in number of children ever born (CCEB3)
as a between-subjects comparison. The interaction between CEB92 x CCEB3 was not
stati sticall y significant (see Table 2 1), indicating that when compared to the baseline
number of children in 1992, in-law argument scores were not significantly affected by
women add ing children from 1992 to 2000.
In-l aw arguments were analyzed in an analysis of variance with time of
measurement , time x CEB92, and time x CEB92 x CCEB from 1992-2000 as withinsubjects factors . The effect of time on in-law arguments was statistically significant,
indicating that the passage of time significantly affected women ' s scores within the
groups. The interaction effect of time x CE B92 was not statistically significant,
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indicating that the number of children a woman had in 1992 did not significantly affect
in-l aw argument scores over time. The interaction effect of time x CEB92 x CCEB3 was
not stati stically significant (see Table 21), indicating that the interaction between the
passage of time, the number of children in 1992, and how the number children ever born
ei ther changed or remained constant from 1992 to 2000 did not significantly affect
women's scores within groups.
In summary, hypothesi s 3 stated that the number of children ever born has an
effect on a woman 's marital adjustment over time . Between subjects, the interaction
between the number of children a woman had in 1992 and the change in number of
children ever born had a significant e ffect on marital adjustment over time, but not on
marital or in-law arguments. Within su bjects, the passage of time had a significant effect
on marital adjustment and in-law arguments, but not on marital arguments. The
interaction between time, number of ch ildren born in 1992, and the change in number of
children ever born did not have a significant effect on the dependent variable scores.

Co variates

All analyses reported earlier in thi s chapter were recomputed with adjustment for
co variates. including age, age at first marriage, education level , number of years married,
and race. Each covariate was analyzed separately to determine if it affected statistical
significance and then all covariates were added into the analysis (see Table 22).
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As shown in Table 22, the third column of numbers shows the p-value without
covariates; columns 4-8 show the effect of each covariate on p-values when added
separately into the analysis, and the last column reports the p-value with all covariates
included in the analysis. The effect of time on marital adjustment, marital arguments, and
in-law arguments became nonsignificant for hypothesis one with the covariates age,
ed ucation. and race included in the analysis (see Table 22). The effect of time on marital
adjustment also became stati stically nonsignificant in hypotheses two and three with the
same covariates added into the analysis (see Table 22). Age at first marriage, and number
of years married did not have an effect on statistical significance (see Table 22). The
effect of time on in-law arguments also became nonsignificant with the covariates added
into the analysis.
The between-subject analysi s for the change in number of children ever born by
marital arguments with the 0 child group excluded became stati stically significant when
all covariates were added into the analysis (see Table 23). However, age at first marriage
and number of years married were the only variables that had a significant effect,
indi cating that between the groups of women who had at least one child from 1992 to
2000, the age at which a woman married and how long she had been married affected
marital argument scores, but the other covariates did not have a significant effect (see
Table 23).

66
Table 22

Analysis of' Variancefor Ihe Effeci of Time on Marilal Adjuslmenl, Marilal Argumenls,
and In-law Argumenls wi//? Change in p Valuesfor Covariales Age (A), Education (E),
Race (R). Age at First Marriage (MA). and Number of Years Married (yM), J 992-2000
Significance without covar iates

Source

dj

F

P

Sign ificance with covariates
p

p

p

p

p

P

(A)

(E)

(R)

(MA)

(YM)

(ALL)

Within subjects (Hypothesis I)
Time (Marital Adjustment)

3.91

9.78

.000

.757

.989

.278

.00 1

.000

.280

Time (Marital Arguments)

3.86

5.92

.000

.7 14

.174

.5 14

.000

.001

.944

Time ( In- law Arguments)

3.80

5.06

.000

.845

.087

.098

.002

.202

.668

Significance without co variates

Source

df

F

P

Significance with covariates
p

p

p

p

p

P

(A)

(E)

(R)

(MA)

(YM)

(ALL)

.005

.000

.302

Within subj ects (Hypothesis 2)
Time (Marita l Adjustment)

3.92

5.65

.000

.700

.962

.15 1

Within subjects (Hypothesis 3)
Time (Marital Adjusllnent)

3.97

2.91

.000

.594

.889

.062

.010

.001

.252

Time (In-law Arguments)

3.83

3.23

.013

.840

.053

.036

.018

.053

.620

Thi s also indicates that the women who went from zero to one child, added 2, or
3+ ch ildren had significantly more arguments than women who did not add children from
1992 to 2000 when controlli ng for the number of years married and age at first marriage
(see Figure 9). WUlllt:n who had one child (no change) experienced a steady decline in
marital argument scores, and women with four children from 1992 to 2000 had the
highest argument scores of any group .
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Table 23
Analysis 0/ Variance/or Change in Number of Children Ever Born (CCEB) by Marital
Arguments, Excluding 0 Group, with Change in p Values/or Co variates Age (A),
Education (E), Race (RJ, Age at First Marriage (MA), and Number 0/ Years Married
(yM), J992-2000
With covariates

Without covariates
Source

d(

F

P

p

p

p

p

p

P

(A)

(E)

(R)

(MA)

(YM)

(ALL)

.064

.030

.030

.032

Between subjects (Hypothesis 2)
CCEB (0, I. 2, 3+)

1.92

.063

.069

.064
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Figure 9. Mean marital argument scores by change in number of children ever born
(CCEB2), excluding 0 child group, with co variates age at first marriage and number of
years marri ed , 1992-2000. Scores ranged from 5 (low) to 20 (high).
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION

This section briefly reviews each hypothesis, its theoretical basis, and how each
was supported or not supported by the analyses. Limitations and possible avenues for
future research, indicated by the findings of this study, are also discussed.
Based on previous research, it appears that the number of children a woman has
will affect her level of marital adjustment over time and that the transition to parenthood
will have a negative effect on marital adjustment. Systems theory posits that families
attempt to maintain an equilibrium in relationships by adapting to changes that may
occur. Therefore. the presence of, or addition of children should have a different effect
on women who added children than for those who did not during the time of the study.
Women who did not experience a change in number of children should have experienced
less change in marital adjustment than those who had one or more children.

Hypothesis 1

Hypothesis I stated that women's marital adjustment declines over time. This
hypothesis was partially supported by the data. The effect of time on all three dependent
variables was significant in the initial analysis. However, when the covariates were
included in the analysis, the effect of time was not significant. This seems to indicate that
when the effects of respondent's age, education level , and race were controlled, the
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passage of time did not have a significantl y different e ffect on the marital adjustment of
women in this study.
As a general observation, the women in this study reported very high marital
adjustm ent scores compared to the possible range . For example, possible scores ranged
from 4 to 15 for a given survey year and mean scores ranged from 14.19 in 1992 to 13.94
in 2000. Because the women in this sample had been married for an average of 8 Yz
years, those wo men who had divorced were not included in the analysis and probable
lower scores from di ssati sfied women who later divorced were not included. Women in
thi s study seemed to have a high level of marita l adjustment and apparently worked to
maintain those hi gh leve ls in their interac ti on patterns. This seems to indicate that these
women were seeking a level of marital adjustment homeostasis.
Over time, mean levels of marital adjustment declined for all women, but marital
and in-l aw arguments also declined in frequency. As Gottman (1994) pointed out, a ratio
of 5 positive to I negati ve marital interac ti ons predicted stable marriages. Therefore, as
marital adjustment scores decl ined, a corresponding decline may be seen in marital
argument scores because those in stabl e marriages seek to maintain that balance. Thi s
findin g seems to echo Gottman 's (1998) description of happy and unhappy marriages.
Perhaps the women in thi s sample argued less because they viewed negative interactions
with their spouses as fl eeting occurrences rather than inherent or internal problems with
the ir marriage or spouse.
Although it seems that the passage of time did not significantly affect marital
adj ustment or arguments, Johnson, Amoloza. and Booth (1992) offered the suggestion
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that cont inuously married women experi enced declines in marital adjustment and
arguments over time because "as the relati onship becomes routine, the overall evaluation
of the relationship declines" (p. 585). Systems theory would explain thi s finding as
women seeking homeostasis in their rel ationships. They get used to being married, and
may not communicate as often with their husbands, either positively or negatively. So,
they may report they talk less or feel less happy because they have developed a pattern of
interaction thars comfortable. They also may not argue as much because past experience
has led them to feel they don ' t need to talk about certain issues. Gottman (1994) has
suggested that satisfied couples often choose not to talk about difficult topics because
they have not found a resolution in the past and have thus agreed to disagree on some
things. Thus. as posited by systems theory, the changes in marital adjustment, arguments,
and in-l aw argu ments were non-significant because women became accustomed to the
routi ne of their relati onship wi th their husbands and their children and therefore the level
of marital adj ustment and arguments did not change significantly.

Hypothesis 2

Hypothesis 2 stated that the marital adjustment of women who experience an
increase in number of children will differ from women who do not have an increase in
number of children. Thi s hypothesis was partially supported by the data. The change in
num ber of children did significantly affect marital adjustment scores between the
different child-bearing groups of women, but did not have a significant effect on marital
or in-l aw argument scores. Women who did not have a change in number of children had
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lower marital adjustment scores than those who added children and those who added
children had higher baseline scores as well.
An important fact must be noted: although the between group differences were
stati st ica ll y significant, the practical significance may not be great. These women
differed by less than Y2 point (13.9 vs. 14.4, out of 15) on the marital adjustment scale
used, so they were practically the same overall. All of the women reported very high
marital adjustment scores, with or without children. These women seemed to have
developed a relationship with their spouses described by Gottman and Silver ( 1999).
They found that couples in stable, satisfied marriages shared a deep friendship , enj oyed
being together, knew the other's deepest desires, fears , and dreams, and they worked to
understand, honor, love, and respect each other. Simi larly, Belsky and Kelly (1994)
discovered that the couples who continually worked to strengthen their relationships had
the hi ghest sati sfaction in marriage, whether they had children or not.
Almost all of the groups, those who added children and those who did not,
experienced a general decline in marital adjustment between 1992 and 2000. Of
particular interest, women who had 4+ children without change from 1992-2000 had the
lowest marital adjustment scores of any group by almost one point. Most likely, this
group was through child-bearing and had teenage children. They may have established a
level of homeostas is that remained stable from 1992 to 1998, then declined by about II,
point between 1998 and 2000. Previous studies that have reported a V-shape curve of
marital satisfaction have hypothesi zed that marital adjustment scores tend to be lower
when couples have teenagers and scores increase as children leave home. This group may
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represent that hypothesis, but the sa mpl e size of thi s group is relatively small (N=40) and
the women interviewed may not be representati ve of all women with 4+ children.
The analysis of marital arguments for women with at least one child and that
ex cluded wo men with 0 children from 1992-2000 generated some interesting results as
well. Women who went from

a to I ch ild had significantly higher marita l argument

scores than all other groups. Thi s could be due, in part, to women who did not have
children and therefore said they " never" argued about children and then subsequently had
a chi ld which increased their scores.
The increase in marital arguments for thi s group probably supports the transi tion
to parenthood literature that has consi stentl y found that the addition of a child increases
marital arguments. For example, Be lsky and Kelly ( 1994) reported that about 12% (about
28 couples) of co uples (N=250) ex perienced a severe decline in marital sati sfaction over a
seven yea r period . Altho ugh thi s group of women (N=55) represents only 5% of women
with chi ldren, the pallern seems simil ar to co upl es in Belsky and Kell y's (1994) study.
These women ex perienced a 4-point increase in marital argument scores thro ugh the
transit ion to parenthood. Yet unlike Belsky and Kelly's ( 1994) study, the women in thi s
study did not ex perience a dramatic decrease in marital adjustment. This may support
GOllman 's (1994) assertion that con flic t, by itself, does not predict divorce (or maybe
even great di ssati sfaction wi th marri age), but rather the way that couples engage in and
resolve their conflicts determines marita l stability.
Within the groups, marital argument scores were significantly affected over time,
but mari [al adjustment and in-law arguments were not. Women who added children had
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the highest marital argument scores, even though the question " how often do you argue
about child ren" was excl uded from this analysis. In other words, women who added
children generally argued more often than women who did not add children. As reported
in the literature (A nderson et aI. , 1983; G lenn & McLanahan, 1982), adding children and
hav ing chi ldren did have a negative effect on marital arguments. This may represent
these women's continued attempt to maintain marital stability as the challenges of adding
c hildren pressed upon them .

Hypothesis 3

Hypothesis 3 stated that the number of children ever born has an effect on mari tal
adjustm ent and marital arguments over time. This hyputhesis was partially supported by
the data. This st udy found , similar to G lenn and McLanahan 's ( 1982), that children had a
negati ve effec t o n marital adjustment. When compared to the baseline number of
children in 1992, marital adjustment for women who added children was stati st icall y
s ignifi cantl y different from women who did not add children from 1992 to 2000.
However, the total number of children did not significantly affect marital argument or inlaw arguments.
This finding indicates that women' s marital adjustment changed significantly over
time. However. when compared to the initial number of children a woman had in 1992,
the constancy or change in number of chi ldren a woman had by 2000 did not significantly
affect marital arguments. Thus. thi s study fo und that established patterns of positive
in teract io n did decrease over time when compared to a baseline, but the women studied

75
a lso ma intained fai rl y stable levels of marita l arguments that al so declined . As fo und in
the ana lysis for hypothesis 2, women who added chi ldren had higher level s of marital
adjustment over time than those who did not even when compared with a baseline
number of children.
This also seems to support the idea that women who have at least one child have
had past experi ence that prepared them for the addition of another child. As Daniels and
Weingarten ( 1982) pointed out. "fi rst children are born to couples; second children are
bo rn to famili es" (p. 222). It seems that women who had establi shed positive and
negative interaction patterns either before or after the addition of children continued to
maintain those patterns over time, altho ugh marital adjustment was affected more than
marital arguments.
Overall , this study illustrated the pattern of change in marita l adjustment and
arguments for women as they either added children or did not. Practically, thi s study
ind icated that women attempted to mai ntai n equ ilibrium as their lives changed because of
the passage of time and as their fami li es changed . Some women had to adapt as they had
addi ti ona l children and they reported greater fluctuations in marital adjustment and
argum en ts than women who did not have additi o nal children. Women who did not have
additi o nal chi ldren had to adapt as their children and their marital relationships
developed. A ltho ugh big differences in scores were not found , the pattern of change
seemed to illustrate an attempt to maintain equil ibrium.
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Limitations

The major limitation of thi s study was the unusual sample. The number of years
the respondents were married at the beginning of the study limits the findings because, on
average. the women had been married nearly eight and a half years. Thus, the fluctuation
of marital adjustment and arguments scores that occurred during the first years of
marriage was not reflected for the majority of women in thi s study. Couples who divorce
are more likely to divorce in the first seven years of marriage (Clarke, 1995), and
therefore those cases have been se lected out of the sample as well as women who may be
in a second o r higher order marriage. In addition, women who may not have answered
questi o ns for one or more of the survey years were not included because of missing data,
even though they may have otherwi se fit the criteria. At best, the results may be
ge nera li zed to never-divorced, continuously married women who are predominantly
white a nd had been married for average of e ight years.
The measures used were generall y adequate; that is, appropriate questions were
asked, and the marital adjustment sca le had acceptabl e internal consistency (ex = .68 in
1992 and .75 in 2000). However, the measures were also a limitation because the
ana lys is could only use questions that had been included in the NLSY79. Although the
wording reflected some questions used in other well-established marital adjustment
measures (see Span ier. 1976 as an example), measures had to be used "as is."
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Reco mm endations fo r Future Research

Future studies co uld use a mi xed-model s stati stical analysis approach to determine
how eac h change in number of children affects the level of marital adjustment for women.
Studies cou ld a lso use different marital adjustment scales that more accurately reflect
changes in positi ve and negati ve marital interaction patterns. Perha ps the responses to
these measures could address how interaction patterns changed with passage of time and
as women have additional children. Al so, studies that ask marital adjustment and marital
arg ument questi ons during the first years of marriage, before pregnancy and child birth,
and again after the birth of each child wou ld better reflect the changing perceptions of
marital adjustm ent and co uld be used for couple education programs. Because marital
adj ustment seems to decline over time, famil y life educators cou ld develop and offer an
education seminar. simil ar to pre-marital education programs, for couples who have been
marri ed for so me time and have ch ildren. This seminar would help couples define or
redefine their ro les and responsib ilities as parents and spouses, maintain and improve
husband-wife communi cati on skill s, as well as improve spouse and parent-child conflict
resolution skill s.
Finall y. because most Americans becom e parents, more research should be
co nducted that examines the effects of the specific number of ch ildren o n marriage. Too
often . children are portrayed as negative liabi lities necessary to perpetuate the human race
rather than positive assets who enhance parents ' lives. Researchers should be cautious in
reporting resu lts and overstat ing apparent negative effect s chi ldren have on couples.
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